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[The following article by Mike Ceaser is reprinted with the permission of Noticias Aliadas in Lima,
Peru. It appeared in the Oct. 7, 2002, edition of Latinamerica Press.]
Venezuela's western border area is a sparsely populated region of rolling hills, small farming
towns, sprawling cattle ranches and drug traffickers, guerrillas, and fear. With Colombia's civil
conflict intensifying, observers have been speculating that the war next door could spread into
western Venezuela. Area residents, however, say they have been feeling the war's effects for a long
time. Business owners and cattle ranchers feel it in the lurking threat of kidnappings, which have
accelerated in recent months.
Residents of towns like El Nula, which lies about 30 km from the border, feel it in the murders of
fugitive Colombian guerrillas and drug traffickers. And everyone feels the threats of the many
irregular armed groups that are taking advantage of the lawlessness to operate here (see NotiSur,
2001-03-02). Cattle ranchers, long the favorite targets of kidnappers, have traditionally made
monthly payments known as a "vaccine" for protection against kidnapping.
But new groups that have appeared recently do not respect the old arrangement, forcing ranchers to
hire bodyguards or employ National Guard troops to escort them around their own property, said
Genaro Mendez, president of the ranchers association of the border state of Tachira. Mendez says
three Colombian guerrilla organizations operate in the area, along with a new group, which calls
itself the Fuerzas Bolivarianas de Liberacion (FBL). While some observers believe the FBL is mainly
made up of Venezuelans, others, including Mendez, suspect its members are Colombian guerrillas
under a new name.
Many bandit groups also kidnap people and then "sell" their victims to the guerrillas. "Until three
or four years ago, there were only the two [main] Colombian guerrilla groups," the Fuerzas Armadas
Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) and the Ejercito de Liberacion Nacional (ELN), Mendez said.
"Now the worst part is trying to figure out who is doing the kidnapping." Officials fear that the war
among Colombia's armed forces, leftist guerrillas, and right-wing paramilitaries will cross the long,
barely controlled border into Venezuela.
Carlos Castano, leader of the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC), a paramilitary umbrella
group, has said several times that paramilitary forces were organizing and training Venezuelans to
protect themselves. "I don't like getting involved in Venezuelan affairs, but the frontier zone affects
both nations," he told Caracas daily El Nacional. Mendez acknowledged that representatives of
Colombian paramilitary groups have visited members of the ranchers association, but said the time
is "not yet" right for them to begin organizing their own self-defense force. Every day seems to bring
new pressures, however.
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In a story headlined "Who will be the next victim?" San Cristobal's La Nacion newspaper reported
that there is a kidnapping every 72 hours. Despite the position of cattle ranchers such as Mendez,
there have been many reports of Venezuelan self-defense forces organizing along the lines of
Colombian paramilitary groups, which have been accused of some of the worst atrocities in that
nation's long civil war. In response, Venezuelan groups like the FBL have vowed to defend President
Hugo Chavez's "Bolivarian revolution."
The Colombian conflict has had a different impact on El Nula. This year, the quiet farming and
ranching community where bicycles often outnumber cars on the main street and ranch hands
ride horses into town has been the scene of an average of one professional assassination a month.
Soldiers armed with automatic rifles, who monitor highway checkpoints and patrol El Nula's main
street at night, haven't been able to halt the killers, who roar into town on motorcycles, do their work
with surgical efficiency and speed away.
The Rev. Acacio Belaudria, the town's Catholic priest, believes the victims were fleeing vendettas
with Colombian guerrillas or drug traffickers. "They are deaths that nobody saw, nobody heard, and
nobody talks about" because of fear of retribution, Belaudria said. But the guerrillas play another
role in the community, as well, the priest said. In a region where government control is weak, they
serve as justices of the peace, and townspeople seek them out to resolve land disputes and other
conflicts.
Local residents appear to have become accustomed to having murders in their midst. "We're used to
them," said a hairdresser whose shop is about two blocks from the scene of a recent killing. Border
residents are now bracing themselves for what could happen as newly elected Colombian President
Alvaro Uribe carries out his promised offensive against the guerrillas (see NotiSur, 2002-08-30). They
predict an increase in kidnapping and extortion, more guerrilla incursions and refugees.
"There will be a massive exodus" of refugees from Colombia, Belaudria said, adding, "The guerrilla
groups might also cross the frontier to protect themselves." His concerns echo those of residents of
the Colombian- Ecuadoran border, where a mass influx of refugees never materialized, but where
threats and violence by armed groups have increased (see NotiSur, 2001-03-02).
"Uribe should try to control the frontier so that they don't come over here," Mendez said. But much
of the 2,200-km border is remote, mountainous, and unpatrolled.
"If a criminal sees a border post, he knows that all he has to do is walk another 500 meters [past it]
to cross," said Gilberto Gomez, Colombian consul in the border city of San Antonio. He added that
Colombians are unfairly blamed for all crimes committed near the border. Local military officials
are not eager to take on the guerrillas. Memories of killings of Venezuelan soldiers by guerrillas the
most recent of which occurred about five years ago are still raw (see NotiSur, 1995-03-24).
One member of the National Guard at a checkpoint near El Nula recalled how guerrillas massacred
Venezuelan soldiers at a border post, slitting their throats and pulling their tongues out through
the wounds. While posted at the border, he said, he has seen guerrilla columns marching along the
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opposite riverbank, but done nothing about it. "I can't grab my rifle," he said. "That would only
bring me trouble."

-- End --
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